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Released in 1954, La strada was the third solo directorial work of Federico
Fellini and followed the critical and commercial success of I vitelloni
(1953). Together with the films that preceded La dolce vita (1960), La
strada represented a more traditional narrative and sober visual style that
contrasted with Fellini's later experimental work. It is also an important film
for understanding Fellini's reputation and evolution as an auteur director,
especially in the light of the debate that it triggered among the Italian and
French critics of the time regarding the true "calling" of Italian neorealism.
The idea for La strada (which literally means the "road" or "way," in
reference to the lengthy journeys that the film's characters take) came from
Fellini and his screenwriter Tullio Pinelli, both of whom had observed
traveling artists making their way across the Italian Apennines. 1 One of the
recurring characteristics of Fellini's cinema was its focus on the forms of
popular entertainment, a trait that is reflected in La strada's poignant and
careful portrait of the unique world of nomadic street entertainers in Italy.
The film's plot centers around the story of Gelsomina, a poor young girl
(played by a childlike Giulietta Masina), whose "services" are purchased by
a traveling strongman named Zampano (Anthony Quinn), who basically
makes Gelsomina his domestic and sexual servant as well as fellow performer.
While Zampano treats Gelsomina as a half-wit and useless girl, she sincerely
commits to their relationship and reveals a resilient and rare sensibility.
Gelsomina's meeting with an acrobat known as 11 Matto (The Fool), who
performs in an angel costume, is instrumental to her discovery of self-worth
and acceptance of her role as Zampano's caretaker. However, because of
the Fool's habit of vexing and antagonizing Zampano, who eventually kills
him in a fight, an event that leads Gelsomina to lose her sanity and then be
abandoned by Zampano. Years later, upon learning of Gelsomina's death,
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Zampano is awakened for the first time to his humanity by overwhelming
emotions of guilt and loneliness.
The allegorical and archetypical weight of the film is based on the
Christlike figure of Gelsomina-portrayed with saintlike innocence, purity,
and spontaneous spiritual perceptiveness-who undergoes her martyrdom
at the hand of the beastly, thoughtless, and materialistic Zampano. The
presence of the character of Gelsomina places the ~Im withi~ the ~rancisc~n
cinematic lineage that Fellini had begun to explore m connection with certam
humble minor characters in earlier films, who are all endowed with a peculiar
kind of wisdom, such as Prate Ginepro and Giovanni il Semplice (from his
collaboration with Roberto Rossellini in Francesco Giullare di Dio [The
Flowers of St. Francis] in 1950) as well as Giudizio (from I vitelloni in 1953).2
The religious and mythical tone of La strada, which has been analyzed by
a good deal of scholarship that often attempts to demonstrate how the film
expanded the neorealist canon, actually has its direct roots _in the context of
Christian literature and theater. 3 Pinelli, the main screenwriter of La strada,
was an accomplished playwright in his own right and author of sev~ral
plays focusing ·on such intimate themes as guilt and everyday rede~pt10n,
often through · allegories. Pinelli wrote the first draft of the scnpt and
brought much of his own creative world to the film-at times to the dismay
of another one of Fellini's screenwriters, Ennio Flaiano, who criticized the
film's "peculiar obscure atmospheres" and "the affectation of its characters,"
while insisting that "the too-beautiful fable may have come down to earth,
and its symbolism may have melted into the plot." 4 Even Fellini was not
entirely in favor of the tragic tone and overt Christian symbolism at the base
of La strada so he attempted to balance these extreme characteristics. 5 As a
result, the fil~ serves as an example of Fellini's eclectic and pantheistic form
of spirituality as well as his undying comedic vein. The director's _ef~o~ts to
render the bitter tale more lighthearted can be evinced from the dimmished
cruelty of Zampano's violence in comparison to the original script, as well
as by Fellini's insertion of unscrjpted comic and lyrical scenes? su_ch as
Gelsomina playfully imitating the shape of a tree, awkwardly fal_h~g ~nto a
hole while arguing with Zampano, listening to the hum of electricity m the
telephone pole, and playing with ants.
The spontaneous spiritual perceptiveness of Gelsomina often leads to a
compelling use of the subjective shot, as we see in Gelsomin~'s encount~r
with Osvaldo, the paralytic child relegated to a farmhouse attic. Osval~o. is
a character with whom Gelsomina empathizes because of his eccentricity
and vague mediumistic inclinations.
.
The subjective shot is also employed with regard to the locales of La strada, in
ways that invoke the tenets of symbolism rather than naturalism. For example,
Fellini uses different sets to embody the emotional change in Gelsomina before
and after the death of the Fool: he uses sunny and bucolic vistas at first, then
shifts to wintry and desolate landscapes after the Fool's death.
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The complex function of music deserves special attention in the film
as it is one of the secrets of its powerful yet subtle religious inspiration.'
Fellini employs music in order to convey the growing consciousness
of Gelsomina and the transmission of the moral lesson inherent in her
sacrifice to Zampano. Nino Rota, Fellini's faithful composer, crafted an
unforgettable and haunting melody for La strada, which resonates with
both simple joy and sorrowful longing. The melody embodies the spiritual
truth of Gelsomina's story as it travels across different characters and grows
in legendary significance. The melody is first heard when played by the
Fool on the violin. Once Gelsomina accepts the angel-acrobat's "Parable
of the Pebble," teaching her that even the smallest and most humble thing
in the universe has its purpose and place, the melody becomes Gelsomina's
favorite piece, which she often plays on the trumpet. Eventually, the woman
who informs Zampano of Gelsomina's death sings the same melody, having
learned the tune while acting as caretaker to Gelsomina during her last days.
At the close of the film, the melody evolves into a symphonic movement,
suggesting that Gelsomina's sacrifice has reached another, higher level of
signification, moving fully to the realm of hagiography and allegory.
The spiritual orientation of the film and its emphasis on Gelsomina's
apparently troubled inner life was received with drastically conflicting
opinions. The Mostra del Cinema of Venice in 1954 was particularly heated.
Supporters of Luchino Visconti's Senso (1954), an historical film on the
Risorgimento appealing to such socialist critics as Guido Aristarco, were
appalled by the jury's decision to deny an award to Senso in favor of La strada.
The universal and legendary qualities of the Fellini's film were perceived by
Aristarco as being "outside of time," therefore leading him to accuse the film
of being a return to prewar Fascist cinema: escapist and unengaged. 6 In 1955,
Massimo Puccini published a public letter to Fellini in the left-wing magazine
II contemporaneo, accusing La strada of lacking in social commitment and
dangerously departing from the ethical path of neorealism. A month later,
Fellini published a letter of reply in II contemporaneo, most likely written
with the help of his close collaborator, the existential philosopher Brunello
Rondi. The reply explained that the film was actually in line with the higher
ambitions of neorealism, as it addressed social issues, though by tackling them
at their essence and core. Fellini proposed that he was exploring the issue of
"perso~al and spiritual communication" between individuals, and between
man and woman in particular. Critics have since elaborated the basic and
mythical quality of the film's characters. La strada certainly marked a turning
point in neorealist criticism, forcing critics to uncover the limitation of a
strictly political understanding of the movement.
The religious discourse of La strada and its success among auteurist
critics are intrinsically connected. As John Hess noted, the idea of the
cinematic auteur was unexpectedly made available to the young French
critics of Cahiers du cinema-who yearned to become directors in their own
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right-by the Christian-realist movement of the journal Esprit. And a major
theorist of auteur cinema, Andre Bazin, was especially interested in art's
capacity to reveal transcendent reality. 7 La strada, whose release in 1954
coincided with the publication of Fran~ois Truffaut's influential article "A
Certain Tendency in French Cinema" in Cahiers du cinema, became a model
of film's capacity to capture inner life, turning Fellini into a prime example
of film auteur and establishing his work as a major influence on the French
New Wave. The attention received by La strada in Europe was finally sealed
by the American Academy of Motion Picture Arts, which awarded it the
Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film in 1955.
Some of the narrative and stylistic elements touched on in this chapter
(Christian allegory, subjective shot, and musical motifs) had certainly
encouraged Bazin to employ such notions as "neorealism of the person" or
"phenomenological realism" in order to describe La strada and the film's
ability to expose the soul of its characters. Bazin's 1955 article in Esprit
demonstrates that he quickly understood that the subjective depth of the film
was not merely psychological but also spiritual. 8 Because of their unabashed
interest in messages worthy of comparison with classic authors of literature,
the French critics were quicker to celebrate the importance of La strada
than the Italians were. With its seamless capacity to elevate realism to an
allegorical level, the film was considered a masterpiece in the eyes of those
who were calling for an art capable of reinterpreting Christian values as well
as rejuvenating the Italian and European spirit in the aftermath of the war.
A director influenced by Fellini, Pier Paolo Pasolini, once identified a
genealogical line between Roberto Rossellini and Fellini, celebrating the
transmission of a mystical stance that was to him the chief force behind the
creation of a new level of lyrical dynamism in Italian cinematography. Pasolini
explained how the representation of the world of Rossellini and Fellini is
"transfigured by an excess of love for their reality," a state that leads them
to film with an obsessive intensity where "even the air is photographed." 9
Neorealism has traditionally been seen as a primarily political movement; but
the sublime rhetoric of religion is actually at the heart of its cinematic language.
In this sense, La strada, which could be catalogued both as a representative of
modern Christian art and postwar cinema, still has important lessons to teach
film historians about the role of religious discourse in neorealism.

Notes
1 See Fellini, Fare un film, 58-60; and Zambelli and Acone, Campane nel pozzo, 43.
2 For an earlier analysis of the Franciscan threads within the film, see Aubier,
"Mythologie de La Strada."
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